Formalities
Dental PASSes are normally set up under the auspices of the LDC or the PCT, or a mixture of both. Their composition, procedures and policies should be agreed formally and published both locally (through the PCT and LDC) and nationally (through the GDC and BDA). The GDC and BDA also provide guidance on set-up and procedures for PASSes.
Members of PASSes will typically include one or more representatives from the LDC, a representative from the PCT, the postgraduate dental tutor, a lay member and various other members as deemed appropriate. Records of all meetings and action should be maintained bearing in mind the need for confidentiality.
Aims
The aim of a PASS is to protect patients through the early detection of poor performance in a dentist, and support dentists by providing them with skilled support and guidance to help them improve their performance.
The work of the PASS
A PASS will provide confidential assistance and mentoring to dentists who have been referred for advice. An original referral can come from the practitioner himself/herself, a colleague, a dental practice adviser, a friend, or another authority if a complaint has been made.
A 'case' could be anything from a dentist in need of 'hand holding' while he works towards sorting out a momentary problem, to deeper problems based in clinical, professional, managerial or financial underperformance.
When a referral has been made, the PASS group must decide whether it can take on the case. If it can, the case will be discussed and a course of action agreed. This will range from discussions with the dentist to undertaking practice visits and observing the way the dentist, his team and the arrangements in the practice work.
If a practice visit is made, a formal procedure should be followed, during which specific areas of Help at hand ULRIKE MATTHESIUS takes a look at help available for underperforming dentists the work of the practice are observed, and formal notes taken. This is important to ensure that every visit is conducted in the same way to avoid any suggestions at a later stage of victimisation or favouritism.
Following a visit, the PASS group will make recommendations on remedial actions. These could include training courses for the practitioner, but also help with improving practice management if deficits in this area have been identified. If the problem is linked to a health issue, a suitable support group may need to be approached.
Consent
The dentist should agree to be helped by the PASS and comply with its recommendations. This agreement could be given by way of a formal contract between the practitioner and the PASS. If an assessment has been conducted and the practitioner is no longer willing to go along with the resulting advice, he must be aware that his case will then have to be referred onto the next appropriate authority, which may be the PCT, the National Clinical Assessment Authority (NCAA), or the GDC, depending on the nature of the issue.
Training for PASS member
The members of a PASS group should be appropriately trained for the job they are taking on, which will in most cases involve helping and mentoring individuals who are going through a difficult period in their working, and possibly private, lives. Training in mentoring skills is essential.
Mentoring
Mentoring forms a large part of the work of the PASS group. Following the practice visit and the PASS recommendations, a member of the PASS group will act as the mentor for the practitioner to help him/her through the process. Mentors need to be properly trained to fulfil their task and are answerable to the PASS group.
Other organisations
Local PASSes are being established in order to ensure a problem is dealt with locally before it spirals out of control and patients are put at risk. The PASS provides support to ensure that other networks -for example, the NHS complaints procedure, the NCAA or the GDC -do not need to be involved. If the problem dealt with by the PASS is only part of a graver underlying issue, however, the PASS is obliged to refer the case onto one of the other relevant organisations.
Further information
If you want to know whether there is a PASS in your area, please contact your Local Dental Committee. Contact details for LDCs are available from the BDA's Policy Directorate.
If you belong to an LDC currently thinking of establishing a new PASS and are not sure what your next steps should be, please contact the BDA for guidance.
'The aim of a PASS is to protect patients… and support dentists.'
